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FOR THE LAST THREE YEARS: 

STRENGTHENING THE HEALTH WORKFORCE IN SOUTH-EAST ASIA 

This document highlights the progress made in the South-East Asia Region following the 
adoption of resolution SEA/RC59/R6 on strengthening the health workforce (HWF) in South-
East Asia by the Regional Committee for South-East Asia in Dhaka, Bangladesh in September 
2006.  

Many of the activities have been specified in the South-East Asia Regional Strategic Plan 
for Human Resource Development, which has been finalized following endorsement by the 
Fifty-ninth session of the Regional Committee. The overall goal is to ensure equitable access 
to effective health services through an adequate and balanced distribution of sufficient, 
competent and highly motivated health workforce.  

The Committee also requested the Regional Director to facilitate several actions in 
relation to regional health workforce development. The progress made by the Region in this 
regard is mentioned in detail in the document. 

The attached working paper was submitted to the High-Level Preparatory (HLP) 
Meeting for its review and recommendations for consideration by the Sixty-second Session 
of the Regional Committee. 

The HLP meeting made the following recommendations: 

Action by Member States 

(1) To revisit their existing HWF development plans in line with the strategic directions 
on strengthening the community-based health workers and community health 
volunteers through the ”revitalization of PHC” approach; 

(2) to review their existing mid-term and long-term HWF strategic plans and revise and 
update them in line with the Health Workforce Strategic Planning guidelines; and 

(3) besides having discussions on the “Code of Practice on International Recruitment 
of Health Personnel”, countries should develop their own strategic codes towards 
bilateral/multilateral negotiations. 



Action by WHO/SEARO 

(1) Assist countries to review and revise their HWF strategic plans; 

(2) provide technical support to countries to strategically implement the strengthening 
of community-based health workforce and community health volunteers within the 
PHC approach; 

(3) guide countries to develop an HWF database using the template comprising 
definitions, types and categories of HWF; and 

(4) support the Member States to develop the health workforce toward the 
revitalization of primary health care. 

The paper is now submitted to the Sixty-second Session of the Regional Committee for 
its consideration. 
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1. The Fifty-ninth session of the Regional Committee for South-East Asia endorsed the 
framework of the South-East Asia Regional Strategic Plan for Human Resource Development 
with the objective of ensuring equitable access to effective health services through an adequate 
and balanced distribution of sufficient, competent and highly motivated health workforce. 

2. Through its recommendations the Member States showed their commitment to strengthen 
the national health workforce and requested the Regional Director to facilitate several actions in 
relation to regional health workforce development. 

3. The progress made by the Department of Health Systems Development, WHO Regional 
Office for South-East Asia (SEARO) on the implementation of resolution SEA/RC59/R6 is outlined 
below:  

Development of a package of interventions based on the  
regional strategic plan 

4. During a consultation held in Bali, Indonesia in December 2006, the South-East Asia 
Regional Strategic Plan for Health Workforce Development was operationalized. The plan 
identifies a set of strategic activities for Member States and WHO over the next five years.  

Technical support in health workforce planning 

5. Member States have been supported to develop health workforce strategic plans. While 
Thailand is a pioneer in developing a health workforce strategic plan, Bhutan and Sri Lanka too 
are in the process of developing national health workforce strategic plans. While assisting many 
other Member States to develop long-term health workforce plans, SEARO is also advocating for 
HRH strategic plans.  

6. In order to further facilitate national planning processes SEARO has developed planning 
guidelines in consultation with a group of experts from the Region. The “Regional Guidelines for 
Development of Health Workforce Strategic Plan in Countries of the SEA Region” has been 
finalized and is being published. 

Strengthening regional and national training capacities 

7. The Regional Office is assisting the Royal Government of Bhutan to develop the Royal 
Institute of Health Sciences (RIHS) to a degree awarding institution. Supporting the government’s 
decision to establish a public health degree programme for Health Assistants and Bachelor of 
Nursing degree for nurses, SEARO has been proactively assisting RIHS in collaboration with 
SEAPHEIN. 
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8. SEARO has assisted the Governments of Myanmar and Sri Lanka in establishing public 
health training institutions. Currently, SEARO is in the process of assisting the Ministry of Health, 
Timor-Leste, to strengthen their nursing and midwifery curricula and also to strengthen 
professional regulatory bodies.  

Establishing and supporting regional partnerships and networks 

9. SEARO has been supporting a few technical activities and the annual meetings organized 
by the Asia-Pacific Action Alliance on Human Resources for Health (AAAH) in Bangkok, in China 
and in Sri Lanka. During the past three years all Member States have been encouraged to take 
part in the AAAH activities.  

10. The first meeting of the Asia Pacific Disaster Nursing Network was jointly organized with 
WPRO in Jinan, China in October 2008 for experience sharing and building capacity of nurses 
and midwives in this area. As a follow-up activity, the two WHO Collaborating Centres in 
Nursing and Midwifery Development in Chiang Mai and Mahidol University, Thailand are in the 
process of translating WHO guidelines on acute respiratory distress syndrome for training of 
nurse-midwives at the primary health care units and community health volunteers.  

11. The South-East Public health Education Institutes Network (SEAPHEIN) which has been 
established to facilitate collaboration between schools of public health and health workforce 
training institutes in the Region has been continuously supported while encouraging Member 
States to participate in the network activities. Technical and financial assistance had been 
regularly provided to support the meeting and activities of SEAPHEIN to strengthen public health 
education institutions, curriculum and teaching capacity in the Region. 

12. The establishment of the South-East Asia Nursing and Midwifery Educational Institutes 
Network (SEANMEIN) has been facilitated with the objective of improving the quality of nursing 
and midwifery education in the Region. Annual meetings are being supported to bring in the 
representatives from Region’s nursing and midwifery educational institutes to work together.  

13. SEARO’s commitment on strengthen the professional regulatory councils of the Member 
States has been reflected in its action to establish the Regional Network of Medical Councils of 
the SEA Region. SEARO had been active as the secretariat of this network since its establishment 
in early 2007 which has been now transferred to the Medical Council of Nepal. Annual meetings 
of the network focused around issues of regional interest have been supported. 

Strengthening regional health workforce data 

14. With a view to fulfill a void in regional health workforce information, SEARO took the 
initiative in 2008 to develop a regional HRH data base. Based on a selected number of health 
workforce categories identified, the definitions have been agreed upon in consultation with 
Member States. A data collecting and data entry format has been designed in consultation with 
HRH focal points of SEAR countries. SEARO is in the process of collecting HRH information with 
a view to develop the HRH data base.  
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International migration of health workforce 

15. Appreciating the urgency and timeliness of addressing adverse health impacts being faced 
by some countries in the Region due to international migration of health workforce resolution 
SEA/RC60/R9 was adopted at the Regional Committee in 2007 which outlined the framework 
for its mitigation in the SEA region.  

16. SEARO is in the process of developing tools to assess the situation to explore the trends and 
patterns of migration and the categories of health workforce that migrate from and to the SEA 
Region. Further, while the need to develop a regional database for health workforce migration in 
the Region has been identified, plans are being drawn up to set up fora for discussion and to 
examine the impact of the international code of practice for ethical recruitment of health 
workers.  

Strengthening community-based health workforce 

17. The Regional Meeting on Revisiting Community-Based Health Workers (CBHW) and 
Community Health Volunteers (CHV) was held in Chiang Mai, Thailand in October 2007. The 
deliberations at this meeting led to the development of the Regional Strategic Directions for 
Strengthening CBHWs and CHVs.  

18. Following up SEARO’s initiative to advocate on a Community Based Health Workforce and 
Community Health Volunteer force, a Meeting of Experts for Strengthening CBHWs and CHVs 
was held in Bangkok, Thailand in July 2008. The objective was to discuss the evidence-based 
practices, best practices or case studies for strengthening CBHWs and CHVs in countries of the 
Region and also to discuss ways and means to document these practices.  

19. The activities outlined above are merely the most important, initiated by SEARO. 
Acknowledging the critical nature and the centrality of health workforce in all health 
development activities in the Region, WHO will continue to collaborate with all Member States 
in continuing its focus on health workforce-related issues and challenges faced by the Region.  


